I. INTRODUCTION
THIS PAPER REPORTS on research on the production and sale of street food in Kinshasa in the context of the decline in formal employment in both the public and private sectors in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (Congo DR). The study considers the contribution of street food activities to the livelihoods of poor urban households and to the range of informal activities that characterize life in Kinshasa, the capital and much the largest city in Congo DR.
II. BACKGROUND a. The context of sub-Saharan Africa
OVER THE NEXT 25 years, the urban population of Africa is expected to increase from 310 million to over 800 million. During the same period, by contrast, the rural population is projected to increase from 521 million to about 690 million. (1) In Congo DR, it is estimated that by the middle of the twenty-first century more than 50 per cent of inhabitants will live in urban areas. (2) One of the main issues raised by this increase in urban population relates to hunger and under-nutrition as a result of poverty. Indeed, across Africa, from Somalia to Sudan to Congo DR, few effective solutions have been found to the issues of hunger, sustainable income and poverty. "Although sub-Saharan Africa is one of the world's major producers of agricultural commodities, the region is no longer self-sufficient in food, as production has failed to match the 3 per cent annual population growth rate. Since the 1980s, food imports have risen by roughly 10 per cent per annum, starkly underlining sub-Saharan Africa's vulnerability and reversing earlier gains in food production in the late colonial and/or early post-colonial periods." (3) b. The situation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
In Congo DR, the food crisis began in the early 1970s, in the wake of independence, when foreign farmers, food industrialists and foodstuff importers had to leave the country, their businesses having been allocated to local politicians. These measures were devastating for the country and led to a decline in agricultural production in 1971, 1973 and 1974. (4) This crisis, combined with general mismanagement of the country during the Mobutu years -the misappropriation of funds allocated to the implementation of agricultural projects, the bankruptcy of the state, the economic collapse with services in total chaos, coupled with civil warsincreased the levels of unemployment and the lack of secure livelihoods. Between 1977 and 1983 in Kinshasa, there was a 48 per cent reduction in formal employment. (5) With the implementation of structural adjustment measures in the early 1980s, the number of formal workers continued to decrease dramatically. From 429,000 civil servants (health and education included) in 1980, the number decreased to 289,000 in 1985. (6) By the early 1990s, nearly 70 per cent of the country's labour force were without secure employment and the formal sector no longer plays the key role in the country's employment creation. Mobutu's dictatorship drove Congo DR to accumulate an international debt of over US$ 14 billion while, at the same time, his own fortune was said to be between US$ 6 billion and US$ 10 billion in 1997. (7) The annual growth in GNP has been negative for many years, with an average decline of 4.2 per cent a year between 1980 and 1996.
The poverty in Congo DR has been exacerbated by the cutting of social expenditures by the Congolese government in 1982 due to the implementation of the structural adjustment policies. This increased the general level of suffering and has been particularly devastating for poor people. Nowadays, many Congolese people hate the words "state" and "development". For them, "development" has become a new weapon of western imperialism against Africa and a major cause of suffering for poor people. In the name of development, they say, people have lost their jobs; hospitals, schools and universities have been closed and the poor have become poorer. The persistence of inequality, poverty and unemployment in Congo DR in general and in Kinshasa in particular has convinced poor and unemployed people to seek alternative solutions to their day-to-day problems. While rich people continue to amass huge fortunes, poor people have become involved in many different survival activities to generate incomes that allow them to survive.
c. Food consumption patterns in Kinshasa
One of the striking characteristics of poor households in Kinshasa is the very high level of under-nutrition or malnutrition. As Amartya Sen and Jean Dreze noted, hunger is intolerable in the modern world in a way it could not have been in the past. This is not so much because it is more intense, but because widespread hunger is so unnecessary and unwarranted in the modern world. (8) With very limited financial means, people in Kinshasa are struggling to buy food. Over recent years, a number of surveys have been conducted on urban dwellers' purchasing patterns in Kinshasa. (9) With slight variations from year to year or from district to district, over 50 per cent of the surveyed households' expenditures have been on food.
Although it is difficult to provide a comprehensive analysis of urban diets in Kinshasa, cassava, cassava root, cereals, bread and vegetables have an important place in daily consumption. Many ethnic groups who traditionally were consumers of cassava root only started, some years ago, to mix the cassava root flour with corn flour as a staple in their diet. The consumption of rice has also increased sharply among people, whatever part of the country they came from. Overall patterns of food consumption have changed, and cereals and bread have become the most commonly consumed food items. The components of an average meal are varied, however, and, because of the investment necessary to stock these ingredients, street food has increasingly become a more reasonably priced alternative for many poor Kinshasa households. A survey indicated that, while 78 per cent of respondents in one neighbourhood eat fried fish (locally called "Thomson"), only 4 per cent cook it themselves at home. People buy street foods not only because of the high cost of cooking at home but also because of a lack of time. Studies in other countries confirm this trend. A publication by the International Food Policy Research Institute asserted that in many cases, street foods are cheaper than homeprepared meals, especially when time spent shopping and cooking, and the cost of transport and fuel are factored in. (10) III. THE RESEARCH THIS PAPER DRAWS on field research on "informal sector" activities in which the author has been involved since January 1992. The range of informal activities is extremely diverse, including benign production, distribution and service enterprises together with some illegitimate or illegal operations. The growth potential and openness to formalization of any particular enterprise depends on many factors, not least whether it is subsistence oriented, a supplement to household wage income or is business-oriented. (11) a. Methodology and respondents
The research was carried out in December 1996 and January 1997 amongst street food sellers in three different districts of Kinshasa namely, Kalamu, Kasa-vubu and Ngaba. The survey covered 256 respondents working in four different streets in each of the chosen districts. In the district of Kalamu, interviews were conducted amongst 85 respondents on four streets: Ezo, Kapela, Kimwenza and Victoire. In Kasa-Vubu, 80 respondents were selected on Assossa, Force Publique, Saio and Victoire avenues. Finally, the 91 interviews in Ngaba were conducted on Kianza, Kikwit, Rond Point Ngaba and Université avenues.
The study made use of qualitative methods; primarily a structured interview with open-ended questions. These questions focused on the type and quality of foods, hygiene, the status of sellers, the nature of customers, daily incomes and profit margins, and the role of the job in people's lives as a source of income.
Respondents were over 18 years old, were residents of the district and had been working on the same plot for at least two years. They were identified and selected at random along the whole length and on both sides of the streets. Age was the only restrictive criterion, as other criteria, such as level of education or ethnic origin, might make it difficult to obtain a rounded view of the activity. At the end of the survey, all respondents were classified in terms of their gender and relationship to the head of household (HHH).
Of the 256 respondents who were interviewed, the majority were women (55.1 per cent against 44.9 per cent men -see Table 2 ). This was the case in all three surveyed districts. Over a quarter of the women were household heads. In Congo DR, the number of female household heads has increased dramatically in spite of the fact that marriage and men's role as head of the household are still very important in this society. 
STREET FOOD
Women said they worked as street food sellers because cooking is mainly a woman's work in many sub-Saharan African countries and because they can sell their goods and look after children at the same time. In many cases, their husbands' unemployment had forced them to be more active in providing income for the households, a situation which has increased women's autonomy within the household. (12) They generally sought projects that were considered to be within the sphere of female work, such as making and selling pastries, and frying and selling fish.
b. Regulation
The regulatory situation in Congo DR is currently very confused. The government tolerates the sale of street foods and apparently there is no specific regulation in that area, although there is regulation that applies to formal restaurants. (13) Sixteen per cent of the sellers, however (primarily men), claimed that food vendors were required to hold two documents namely, a licence (patente) and a hygiene book before starting the activity.
Only three per cent of those interviewed actually had licences or legal documents to operate as food sellers. However, all sellers in all three areas were subjected to harassment and had to pay bribes to gendarmes (police) and civil servants to allow them to continue their businesses.
c. Location
Many sellers operate on main streets, contributing to the congestion that is typical of Kinshasa but offering flexibility for both sellers and customers. Sellers gave different reasons for choosing to locate their stalls at particular sites on the street. A significant number mentioned the importance of easy access to the area, the provision of services, the reliability and the number of customers and the capacity to reach a variety of customers, both poor and rich, walking on the street or passing by in cars. Most of the sellers chose to locate their stalls at the intersection of major roads to gain access to the mix of commercial, residential and business properties and to the high volumes of both pedestrians and vehicular traffic at all hours. Stalls are mainly made of wood and are erected daily by their owners; meat, fish, chicken and other foods are cooked on the spot.
d. Investment and competition
Eighty-six per cent of the sellers interviewed, including the three per cent who recognized the need to possess licences and other legal documents, had begun their commercial activities with initial capital of about US$ 60 (the equivalent of two 15-kilogramme boxes of chicken, two 30-kilogramme boxes of fish or one 35-kilogramme box of meat.) The majority (83 per cent) had received this initial capital from relatives, while the remaining 17 per cent had obtained loans from friends. As would be expected, in view of the extent of activities, this level of investment was too low either to allow owners any rapid capital growth or to allow them to extend their businesses. Fourteen per cent of the sellers, mainly men (94 per cent), had started with an investment of at least US$150 and their businesses had grown easily. They were better established and more organized and, at the time of the interview, had more than one stall run by family members in their districts. The men, because of their more frequent status as household heads, found it easier to get loans and financial assistance to start a business.
Almost all respondents in the three districts recognized that the high level of competition in their businesses was beneficial for them and their customers, forcing them to make and sell good and high quality foods and increase their efficiency and credibility vis-à-vis their customers.
e. Street foods and employment
Over 93 per cent of those interviewed depended on the sale of street foods as their primary livelihood. Of 141 women, 138 stated that these activities were the sole source of livelihood for their households. Their husbands were unemployed, sick, disabled or dead and their families relied entirely on income from street food activities. Of the 115 men interviewed, 101 had either lost their jobs in the formal sector of the economy or had never been employed. These figures, in the context of the current high unemployment levels in Congo DR, suggest that street food activities could be a significant factor in the process of employment creation in Congo DR When the stalls were managed by other categories of interviewees (sons or daughters of heads of households, brothers or sisters, or other relatives), they acknowledged that the businesses belonged to the family and, in most cases, that they were the sole livelihood for the entire household. Only seven per cent of interviewees admitted to having a second or a third source of livelihood. Most of these were civil servants and people involved in other kinds of businesses, who sell street foods only late in the evenings after finishing their main job.
f. Daily income
Gathering information on finances was difficult initially for two reasons. First, in a country where security services harass people all the time, sellers did not have enough trust in someone asking such questions. Second, most of the sellers, especially the women, keep no written records or accounts of their businesses; all data are memorized and often unreliable. (14) Frequent visits, however, resulted in greater familiarity and openness. Over time, the information from sellers became more readily available, more consistent and, presumably, more reliable.
Twenty-one respondents (8.2 per cent) claimed a daily income of less than US$ 20. These were mostly young people (sons or daughters of heads of households) and most of them acknowledged that street food activities were a secondary or a tertiary source of livelihood for their family. The largest number of respondents, 59.8 per cent, had a daily income of US$ 21-30; 28.5 per cent a daily income of US$ 31-50; and only 3.5 per cent earned more than US$ 80 a day (see Figure 1) . Most of the sellers earning over US$ 20 a day were found along Avenue Victoire in the districts of Kalamu and Kasa-Vubu. These areas are in the middle of the city and are alive at all hours; some stalls operate 24 hours a day. Customers in this particular part of the city come from various districts; Victoire is also inhabited by a large number of street children and homeless people who, in most cases, rely solely on street foods. Sellers who made less than US$ 30 weekly profit had another job and did not rely on street foods as the main livelihood for their households. Sellers who made a weekly profit of US$ 30-40 were mainly single people without children or any particular household responsibility and were living with their parents. Those making the greatest profits were the sellers operating along Avenue Victoire in Kalamu and Kasa-Vubu.
IV. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
THE COLLAPSE OF the formal economy in Congo DR has made life difficult for poor people in urban areas, especially in Kinshasa. The objective of this paper was to highlight the unemployment situation in Kinshasa and the current place of self-help strategies among poor people. In particular, the paper focused on the role of street foods, not only as an important source of food consumption in Kinshasa but also as a source of income for poor households. The problem of street foods was addressed because, while at present the country is primarily concerned with the question of civil wars and political instability, there is a growing concern about the sustainability of livelihoods in many households.
The economic and social importance of "informal sector" food supply is generally underestimated or neglected in Congo DR. Nevertheless, it constitutes for many households the main, and often the only, source of income. It currently employs a significant number of urban dwellers in Kinshasa and provides them with the financial means to cope with the day-to-day problems of urban life. Indeed, most of those interviewed in this study (93.35 per cent) rely solely on these activities for livelihoods for their households. Although the weekly profit margin varies, the amounts earned have allowed vendors to solve their daily problems regarding housing, education, health, transport, food etc. Although most of these vendors would still be classified as poor (according to the World Bank criterion of US$ 1 per person per day), they recognize that their lives are better than those of the unemployed, or civil servants who are unpaid for many months.
Ismael Len has suggested that the development of small-scale, low capital-to-labour micro-enterprises of all types results in the production and circulation of goods and services within the informal sector, allowing the expansion of job opportunities in the absence of formal sector availability. (15) Dewar and Watson have also pointed out that in many countries, considerable rhetorical emphasis is being placed on the potential role of the informal sector in alleviating poverty and employment, and there is a call for the "stimulation" of this kind of activity. (16) Furthermore, according to Simon, nowadays, "...no account of the urban economy would be complete without consideration of people and activities excluded from the formal sector." (17) These informal activities are an important component of human development as defined by Simon: "...the process of enhancing individual and collective quality of life in a manner that satisfies basic STREET FOOD needs (as a minimum), is environmentally, socially and economically sustainable, and is empowering in the sense that people concerned have a substantial degree of control over the process through access to the means of accumulating social power." (18) Although it is too early to recommend the full support by government of the informal sector of food production and sales, these activities' role in the process of income generation and employment creation is apparent. They have become an ideal form of social organization, allowing people to look after themselves in a situation where the state does not play its role. Their services and goods serve primarily the poorest groups and are flourishing, mainly in response to the needs of poor people. The causes of poverty in Congo DR are complex. Its eradication requires significant rethinking of social policies and of the linkages between economic and social policies. 
